
 1 

“FIRST DAY IN HELL” (Luke 16:19-31) 
 

During World War 2 on a US troopship, the soldiers crowded around their chaplain before the 
went to the battlefield and asked him, “Do you believe in hell?” The chaplain shook his head, “I 
do not.” The men looked at him and said, “Well, then, will you please resign, for if there is no hell 
we do not need you; and if there is a hell we do not want to be led astray.” 

The Bible makes it clear that there are two destinies for those who die and enter God’s 
eternity – heaven or hell. Just as heaven is a real place for real people so hell is a real place for real 
people. There are more than 160 texts in the New Testament that talk about hell. Indeed, the Lord 
Jesus Christ spoke more about hell than heaven!  Most of what we know about hell comes directly 
from the words of our Lord. He used graphic words with such detail and repetition to cause 
sinners to fear of spending forever in hell. This is to drive sinners to the direction of repentance 
and faith in the Gospel. R. C. Sproul wrote, 

 
“The fact is, however, that virtually every statement in the Bible concerning hell comes 
from the lips of Jesus Christ. We cannot take Jesus seriously without also taking seriously 
what He said regarding eternal punishment. There is very little about hell in the Old 
Testament, and very little in the epistles. It is almost as if God decided that a teaching this 
frightening would not be received from any lesser authority than that of His own Son.” 
 

Yet many churches today the subject of hell is rarely, if ever, mentioned. It has been rightly called 
the “forgotten doctrine” of the Christian church. Erwin Lutzer writes, “Hell disappeared. And no 
one noticed.” Because of the rampant nature and promotion of sin today, people don’t want to 
think of any consequence. Hence, churches are afraid to confront sinners with the reality of hell.  
 

 
 
Hell is the place of the departed spirits of those who have lived and died without Christ. Jesus 
warned those who rejected Him, “I go my way, and ye shall seek me, and shall die in your sins: whither I go, 
ye cannot come.” (John 8:21) It is a place where God’s wrath is poured out against sinners. At the 
beginning of the Old Testament God warned, “For a fire is kindled in mine anger, and shall burn unto 
the lowest hell…” (Deut. 32:22a) 
 The only difference between those who go to heaven and those who go to hell is the group 
in heaven are there because they have received the amazing grace of God and the group in hell 
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have turned their backs on God’s grace. That made the difference between heaven and hell. The 
dying thief on the cross was a vile and wretched sinner, yet he went straight to heaven. For Jesus 
promised him, “Verily I say unto thee, Today shalt thou be with me in paradise.” (Luke 23:43) As one 
writer put it, “He was pardoned before he lived a single righteous day. In one transforming 
moment, a man who was not fit to live on earth was made fit to live in heaven.” The Apostle Paul 
never forgot this fact and declared, “This is a faithful saying, and worthy of all acceptation, that Christ Jesus 
came into the world to save sinners; of whom I am chief” (1 Tim. 1:15). 
 

RICH MAN & LAZARUS 
 
In Luke 16 the Lord Jesus Christ pulls back the curtain to help us catch a glimpse of life on the 
other side of death. In doing so, He reveals in stark detail the two final destinations for those on 
earth. It is seen through the lives or two men – the rich man and Lazarus. 

These two men had a number of similarities – both were contemporaries, both lived in the 
same locality, and both died and left this world. If money could have kept death away then the 
rich man would have bought the means to keep himself alive. But all have to face death – rich and 
poor. Despite the similarities, there were some significant differences between them: 
 
(1) MATERIALLY – the rich man had it all and the other had nothing. We are told, “There was a 
certain rich man, which was clothed in purple and fine linen, and fared sumptuously every day.” (Luke 16:19) 
This man was dressed in the finest clothing money can buy and dined on the finest cuisine. The 
verb “which was clothed”  is in the imperfect tense makes clear this was a constant lifestyle for him.  

Lazarus, by stark contrast, had nothing, “And there was a certain beggar named Lazarus, which 
was laid at his gate, full of sores, And desiring to be fed with the crumbs which fell from the rich man's table: 
moreover the dogs came and licked his sores.” (Luke 16:20-21) Lazarus was destitute, starving, friendless, 
and chewed by filthy dogs. He was so hungry that he longed to eat the crumbs, but we don’t even 
read that he got any of them. Lazarus’ life on earth was truly the worst imaginable. Indeed, 
Abraham reminded the rich man of the great inequality between the two of them, “But Abraham 
said, Son, remember that thou in thy lifetime receivedst thy good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things.” (Luke 
16:25) 
 
(2) SPIRITUALLY – the rich man had no thought of repentance, salvation and eternity. He 
enjoyed life to the full. He was born a Jew and a physical descendant of Abraham. As a very rich 
man, he would be regarded by the Jewish leaders as especially favoured and blessed by God. Maybe 
he was trusting in that fact to earn him favour with God. For when he was in hell, he calls Abraham 
his “Father, Abraham,” and Abraham responds by calling the rich man “Son.” Physically he is related 
through blood ties to Abraham, but spiritually the rich man is lost for all eternity. The Lord Jesus 
Christ warned the Jews that being a physical descendant of Abraham ultimately means nothing 
spiritually. It cannot save your soul. In John 8 we would read these words: ”They answered and said 
unto him, Abraham is our father. Jesus saith unto them, If ye were Abraham’s children, ye would do the works of 
Abraham.” Jesus Christ is teaching that genetic ties do not indicate spiritual ties. After all, every 
human on this earth is related through Adam. Many have made that mistake. 
 Lazarus, by stark contrast, was seen as an outcast by Jewish society. He was a diseased 
beggar lying with the unclean dogs. The Jewish leaders strongly bought into a health and wealth 
gospel. Like Job’s friends, they saw suffering and loss as evidence of spiritual disfavour. But Jesus 
taught the very opposite, “And again I say unto you, It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, 
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than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God.” (Matt. 29:24) Indeed, Christ shocked His hearers 
by showing that Lazarus was spiritually blessed, “And it came to pass, that the beggar died, and was carried 
by the angels into Abraham's bosom…..” (Luke 16:22a) Somewhere in his life, Lazarus had seen himself 
as a sinner and cried to God for mercy.  
 
(3) ETERNALLY – the two men both had to die. But that was where the similarities ended. 
Death changed everything, and it changed it completely. For Lazarus went to heaven, “And it came 
to pass, that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels into Abraham's bosom…..” (Luke 16:22a) He went 
straight to heaven. He was at the “bosom” or side of Father Abraham. Abraham was the founding 
Father of the Jewish people so describing Lazarus as at the side of Abraham in eternity would have 
been seen as the highest honour for a Jew.  This was not 5 or 10 years later but immediate. For 
heaven begins the moment we cross the narrow divide between this life and the next. That is why 
Jesus promised the dying thief, “Verily I say unto thee, Today shalt thou be with me in paradise.” (Luke 
23:43)  

 
  
By contrast, the rich man was taken out to hell for eternity, “the rich man also died, and was buried; 
And in hell he lift up his eyes, being in torments….” (Luke 16:22b-23a) Now it didn’t matter what any 
minister or priest said at the funeral of that rich man – it is God’s verdict that counted! And God’s 
verdict is lost for we read “And in hell he lift up his eyes, being in torments….” While the crowds gathered 
at his funeral this man was already for ever in a lost eternity. There are a number of things we now 
learn about hell from this passage: 
 
(i) THOSE IN HELL LIVE ON – The rich man didn’t disappear when he physically died. 
Rather he is fully aware of his own surroundings, the surroundings of Lazarus, and indeed the 
circumstances of those on earth. The Bible reveals here that he can see, recognise Lazarus, hear, 
feel, remember, reflect, speak, suffer, and even plan ahead for his family on earth. 
 
(ii) THOSE IN HELL EXPERIENCE SUFFERINGS - Now the quality of life of the two 
men is reversed. Abraham explained this reversal, “But Abraham said, Son, remember that thou in thy 
lifetime receivedst thy good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things: but now he is comforted, and thou art 
tormented.” (Luke 16:25) One is “comforted” and the other is “tormented.” Three times in this passage, 
the Lord Jesus mentions the torment, suffering, and agony of the rich man. So bad was the 
sufferings that the rich man pleaded for even a partial alleviation of his sufferings, “And he cried and 
said, Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus, that he may dip the tip of his finger in water, and 
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cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this flame.” (Luke 16:25) One of the torments he endures is the 
unending memory of his failure to repent, “But Abraham said, Son, remember.” 
 
(iii) THOSE IN HELL CANNOT ESCAPE – The rich man pleaded for relief from his 
suffering. But in denying him this, Abraham warned that there was no way of escape for him, “And 
beside all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed: so that they which would pass from hence to you cannot; 
neither can they pass to us, that would come from thence.” (Luke 16:25) Sinners in hell cannot have their 
sins forgiven. It is true that God’s grace is greater than our sin, but there are certain conditions 
under which God will not extend saving grace. The Bible makes clear repeatedly that hell is an 
eternal place – there is no backdoor or exit in. There is one way in but no way out. Jesus Christ 
warned that those who die in their sins, “ And these shall go away into everlasting punishment: but the 
righteous into life eternal.” (Matthew 25:46) God alone controls who goes in and out of hell, “ And fear 
not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul 
and body in hell.” (Matthew 10:28) Dante in his famous painting of hell understood that there is no 
exit from hell. His imaginary inscription over hell’s entrance was, “Abandon hope, all ye who enter 
here.”  
 

 
 
This is in keeping with the Old Testament. Daniel revealed that hell is eternal, “And many of them 
that sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.” 
(Daniel 12:2; cf. Isaiah 66:24) The contrast here is clear – just as the righteous have everlasting life 
and blessing so the ungodly have everlasting punishment.  John Blanchard put it, “All the ways to 
hell are one-way streets. The idea that those who go there will eventually be released and join the 
rest of humanity in heaven has not a shred of biblical evidence to support it.” 
 
(iv) THERE IS A WAY TO ESCAPE HELL ON EARTH – Although the rich man 
recognised that he could not escape, he also recognised that those on earth had still a hope of 
doing so. He pleaded with Abraham to send Lazarus to warn his family on earth, “I pray thee therefore, 
father, that thou wouldest send him to my father's house: For I have five brethren; that he may testify unto them, 
lest they also come into this place of torment.” (Luke 16:27a-28) When Abraham rejected this request, the 
rich man pleaded further for others to go, “And he said, Nay, father Abraham: but if one went unto them 
from the dead, they will repent.” (Luke 16:30) In this second plea, the rich man is clear that those on 
earth are able to escape the sufferings in hell if they, “will repent.” Abraham doesn’t deny that those 
relatives on earth still have an opportunity to repent. He just rejects the plea that they will be 
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persuaded to do so by some miracle, “And he said unto him, If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither 
will they be persuaded, though one rose from the dead.” (Luke 16:31) 
 
WHERE IS HELL? 
 
Some people speculate that hell is located deep within the earth on the basis that Peter reveals that 
the fallen angels were cast down into hell, “For if God spared not the angels that sinned, but cast them down 
to hell, and delivered them into chains of darkness, to be reserved unto judgment.” (2 Peter 2:4) Others speculate 
that hell is located somewhere in the far reaches of the universe. However, the Bible is clear 
that hell is a real place but the exact location is not specifically stated in Scripture. A sceptic scoffed 
at a young Christian giving out gospel tracts, “Here, can you tell me where hell is?” After a 
moment’s hesitation, the young man looked up and said: “Yes, it’s at the end of a Christless life.” 
 
WHAT IS HELL? 
 
Hell is the temporary location of all unbelievers until the Great White Throne Judgment 
of Revelation 20 where the ungodly will experience God’s righteous wrath against sin forever. It 
will be followed by a final version of hell called the lake of fire which is somewhere in God’s 
boundless universe. Although the doomed souls in hell don’t have physical bodies, they still feel 
real pain and experience real terror.  Hell is a place of outer darkness because a permanent 
separation from Christ will be utter darkness, “Then said the king to the servants, Bind him hand and foot, 
and take him away, and cast him into outer darkness, there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” (Matthew 
22:13) The ungodly love darkness rather than light on this earth.  So they are getting what they 
have loved. Jesus Christ also taught that hell is a place of conscious, eternal punishment with 
weeping and gnashing of teeth (Matthew 8:12), unquenchable fires (Mark 9:48-49), spiritual and 
bodily destruction (Matthew 10:28), and endless torments (Luke 16:23-24). There is not a hope 
offered to anyone in hell. It is a place not just of physical suffering but mental and spiritual 
suffering of anger, shock, and even surprise of those who ended up there despite thinking they 
were going to heaven.  
 

There are degrees of punishment in hell. In Luke 12 the Lord Jesus Christ in the parable 
of the servants makes clear that the ungodly are punished with differing stripes, “And that servant, 
which knew his lord's will, and prepared not himself, neither did according to his will, shall be beaten with many 
stripes. But he that knew not, and did commit things worthy of stripes, shall be beaten with few stripes. For unto 
whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much required: and to whom men have committed much, of him they will 
ask the more.” (Luke 12:47-48) He made the same point in Matthew 11:22-24 about a more severe 
future judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for Sodom and Gomorrah. Paul told the self-righteous 
Jews that they were increasing their punishment by their continual refusal to repent, “But after thy 
hardness and impenitent heart treasurest up unto thyself wrath against the day of wrath and revelation of the 
righteous judgment of God; Who will render to every man according to his deeds.” (Romans 2:5-6; cf. Heb. 
10:28–29).  
 
WHY DO WE HAVE HELL? 

Someone once said, “Hell is what Hell is, because God is Who God is.” For hell is God’s eternal 
witness to His holiness and His hatred of sin. It is also a testimony to the depravity of the devil, 
his angels, and all the ungodly of humanity. God judges your sin because He is God! He must 
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judge sin and He cannot overlook it. If we truly understood the seriousness of our sin, we would 
fully understand why God had to create hell and the Lake of Fire. When God declared, “It is a 
fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Heb. 10:31), He truly meant it. The term “salvation” 
implies the need for hell. For “salvation” means deliverance or rescue, and the implied question 
is, “From what?” The Bible makes clear it is salvation from the wrath of God in hell, “And to wait 
for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, even Jesus, which delivered us from the wrath to come.” (1 
Thess. 1:10) To believe in heaven without hell is like believing in good without evil. 

CONCLUSION 

There will be no innocent people in hell! Those who follow Christ will eternally reign with Him 
but those who choose to follow the devil will eternally suffer with him. Choices have eternal 
consequences. The Bible says the highway to hell is wide and many will find themselves there. All 
of us need to be aware that we need to be right with God to avoid spending eternity in hell. Any 
sin by any sinner that is unforgiven leads you to hell. John MacArthur points out, 

 
“There are many roads to hell – many roads to hell. In one sense, every sinner goes there 
on the road of his own sinful choices. Many roads to hell. Any sin – every sin creates a 
road that arrives at hell. You can go on the road of pride, or you can go as a pedophile. 
You can go as a self-righteous religious leader, or you can go as an aide to Adolph Hitler. 
Many, many roads to hell.” 

 

 
 
The Lord Jesus’ words that day will take a deeper meaning to all of humanity, “And fear not them 
which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul and body 
in hell.” (Matt. 10:28) We either bow the knee to Christ on earth or we will be forced to bow the 
knee before Him as we await our eternal judgment. Whenever Jesus Christ spoke about hell it was 
always in the context that it was a real place and to warn us. His words were carefully chosen to 
frighten us of its real possibility. He made clear that hell is an experience of the total absence of 
hope. 
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God has told us how to avoid it through the merits of Christ. A person can only escape 
hell by responding to the gospel message with true repentance. However, a person can hear the 
truth of the resurrection and even understand it in his or her head. But that will not save you. In 
Acts 26 we read that the apostle Paul preached to Agrippa on this truth, “That Christ should suffer, 
and that He should be the first that should rise from the dead, and should shew light unto the people, and to the 
Gentiles.” (Acts 26:23). Agrippa appeared to accept it in his mind. He testified, “Almost thou persuadest 
me to be a Christian” (Acts 26:28). But he wasn’t prepared to believe it in his heart. Almost was not 
enough! Almost finds you in hell! 

The lesson for us all to learn is that God has no favourites. Humans discriminate in favour 
of culture, race, looks, wealth, or position - but not God! Don’t hide behind the cloak of dead 
religion, church membership, self-righteousness, hypocrisy – you will not fool God! His judgment 
may not be immediate, but it is inevitable. We love to measure others and ourselves by our own 
measuring rod. But it is not about you compared to the sodomite or prostitute or the murderer. It 
is about you in light of God’s eternal righteous standard of judgment. As such you are guilty as 
charged and condemned. The day of God’s final wrath on your sin is fixed on God’s calendar. 
However, Christ is mighty, Christ is able, and Christ is willing to save you from your sins. As John 
Bunyan said, “Come, Come, Come - a thousand welcomes to Christ.” 
 

We all have an appointment with our Maker. 
Whether we’re ready for it or not depends on what we do with Jesus now. 

Are you ready for your final appointment? 
At the moment of death, we step into eternal delight or everlasting doom. 

 


